CHAPTER VI
FAIRS AND MARKETS
IN the Middle Ages the greater part of the internal trade The im-
of the country was carried on at fairs and markets, and the m&fawa
history of their growth and organization occupies an \m-fai*san*
portant chapter in the development of mediaeval commerce.
For many centuries they were the chief centres of traffic
and the main channels of commercial intercourse. The
period during which their activity was at its height was
that of the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth centuries,
when England became covered with a network of markets
and fairs, of which some rivalled in fame even the great
French fairs of Champagne and Lyons. Their importance
indeed can scarcely be over-estimated, for at a time when
the stream of commerce was fitful and scanty they furnished
what was commonly the sole opportunity for the purchase
and sale of distant products. They represent in fact a
phase of commerce which can best be described as
periodic*; where distribution and exchange take place
at periodical gatherings and not in permanent centres.
In the most primitive stages of commercial activity, when
human needs were less intense, the scope of production
and distribution alike was restricted to the satisfaction of
the most pressing wants. In later stages commercial
dealing gradually became part and parcel of the everyday
life of the community. Between the earliest and the
ultimate stages lay an intermediate stage, in which the
growing desires of society were met by increasing skill in
production and an ever-widening circle of distribution.
1 Herbert Spencer, Principles, of Sociology (1893) i. 498.